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n ancientrimes,the usual status ofwomen was clearly inferior to that of men, as remains
the case in most traditional
(non-modem) societies down to our own
time. But the degree of inequality variedfromculture to culture andfromtime
to rime. For example, Roman women
enjoyed more rights and respect than
Greek women, and the position of
women in the Gentile world saw a definite improvement during the Hellenistic period (the time after Alexander the
Great and the time of the New Testament).
It seems to be afrequentphenomenon that in times of crisis, and at the
beginnings of movements and reforms,
some women rise to prominence and
even assume leadership roles.

Miriam, the older sister ofMoses, played
an important role in Israel's exodus from
Egypt, and she is called a prophetess
(Exodus 15:20). In the time ofthe Judges
another prophetess named Deborah became the leader of her people (Judges
4). Still another prophetess, Huldah,
played a key role in the reforms of King
Josiah (2 Kings 22). Israel's history also
memorializes Queen Esther and the
apocryphal heroine Judith.
After the crisis is past, after the radical movement becomes an establishment, then the women are usually
squeezed back into their traditional place.
It happens also in religious movements.
It happened in Judaism, and it happened
in Christianity.
Israelite law, like ancient law generally, placed women at a legal disadvan-
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tage, but Moses often emended the law
in a direction that ameliorated their condition. For example, women had been
barred from inheriting, but in response
to the appeal of the daughters of
Zelophehad Moses permitted daughters
to inherit when there were no sons (Numbers 27:1-11). Men could divorce their
wives, but a wife could not divorce her
husband. Nevertheless, Moses required
that a divorced wife be given a document
proving her status and allowing her to
remarry (Deuteronomy 24:1-4).
It is only fair, however, to take note
of another side. The legal requirement
of the ketubah (marriage contract) created a situation that made a man think
twice before divorcing his wife, or before
taking a second wife, for he would have
to return to hisfirstwife the dowry and
i
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any other stipulated price. Divorce was
stigmatized as an evil on the grounds of
Malachi 2:13-16. Though genealogies
traced descent through the male line,
Jewishness was transmitted through the
mother.1 Women lit the Sabbath lamps,
and there is inscriptional evidence that
in the Diaspora some synagogues were
established by wealthy women and even
ruled by them.
But women were exemptfrompositive religious duties such as wearing
tzitzith, putting on tefillin, reciting the
Shema, and any obligation that required
special timing. This may be the reason
behind the daily male benediction, "I
thank Thee that Thou didst not create
me a Gentile, a slave, or a woman."2
Women were not obligated to attend the
annual pilgrimage festivals (hagim), and
they did not count for making up the
minyan (synagogue quorum). Their testimony was not admissible in lawcourt.
Regarding the study of the Torah,
Sages differed. According to Sotah 3:4,
Ben Azzai recommended: "A man must
teach his daughter Torah." But Eliezer
b. Hyrcanus countered, "He who teaches
his daughter Torah, it is as ifhe has taught
her trivial things" (Sotah 20a).
In relation to this last negative view
of women, the movement begun by
Yeshua of Nazareth was indeed radical.
In his relationships to the outcasts and
underdogs of Jewish society, Yeshua
seemed to care little about his reputation,
and this extended to women. He was
nevet accused of sexual immorality, even
by his enemies, and he in fact equated
Yeshua
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(Matthew
14:21;

15:38,
etc.).

lust with adultery (Matthew 5:27-28).
But in respect to the sensibilities and standards ofpropriety at thetimehe was anything but circumspect.
Yeshua included women among his
followers (Matthew 14:21; 15:38, etc.),
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and he did not hesitate to converse with
women, even a Samaritan woman ofdubious repute (John 4:1-30) and a Gentlewoman (Mark 7:24-30). Hedidnot
offend standards of decency by going so
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far as to include women among the
twelve in his haburah (circle of disciples),
since that would have involved too close
a physical association; but he maintained
a close relationship to two sisters, Mary
and Martha, and their brother Lazarus
(Eleazar), and he apparendy used their
home in Bethany for lodging when he
visited Jerusalem.
One incident involving these
women (Luke 10:38-42) is particularly
telling. Martha was busy with the household things women were supposed to be
busy with, but Mary sat at Yeshua's feet
and listened to his teaching, which was
not the custom, as we learned in the
Mishnah. Martha complained, "Lord,
do you not care that my sister has left me
to serve alone? Tell her to help me."
Yeshua replied: "Martha, Martha, you are
anxious and troubled about many things,
but there is need ofonly one thing. Mary
has chosen the good portion, which shall
not be taken awayfromher." In saying
this, Yeshua turned the conventional ideas
ofwomeris calling upside down. Women
could have a life beyond exclusive concern with domestic tasks; they could be
Yeshua's disciples. They could learn.

The Gospels are replete with stories
about Yeshua attending to the needs of
women—healing them, teaching them,
forgiving them, comforting them, commending them. Several of his famous
parables are about women. At the same
time, several women accompanied him
and gave him and his disciples material
support; some ofthese women are named
(Luke 8:1-3). Women stood by Yeshua
when he was crucified and his male disciples "all forsook him andfled"(Mark
14:50; Matthew 27:55-56; Luke 23:49,
55; John 19:25). Women were the first
witnesses of his resurrection (Mark 16;
Matthew 28:1-10; Luke 24:1-11, 2224).3
In the early decades of the Christian movement, women continued to be
important. They were among the group
of disciples who met for prayer in the
upper room (Acts 1:14), where they received the outpouring of the Holy Spirit
on the feast of Pentecost (2:1), for Peters
sermon begins with a quotationfromJoel
2:28-32, which says in part, "I will pour
out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your
sons and your daughters shall prophesy"
(Acts 2:17-21). Women, as well as men,
received baptism (Acts 8:12). Women,
as well as men, were persecuted (Acts 8:3).
A number of female leaders in the
early church are mentioned by name.
Tabitha (Dorcas) was a disciple at Joppa
who was noted for her good works (Acts
9:36-42). One ofseveral women named
Mary provided the meeting place for the
church in Jerusalem (Acts 12:12). A
wealthy woman named Lydia provided
hospitality for Paul (Acts 16:13-15).
Among the few converts at Athens was
Damaris (Acts 17:34).
A husband and wife pair named
Aquila and Prisca (also known by the
diminutive form of her name, Priscilla)
figure prominently in the apostolic history. They were coworkers and companions of Paul (Acts 18, Romans 16:3; 1
Corinthians 16:19; 2 Timothy 4:19).
When the Alexandrian rhetorician
Apollos came to Ephesus, though he was
learned in the Scriptures and had some
knowledge of Christian teachings, both
Aquila and Prisca took it upon themselves
to impart to him more accurate instruction.
When Paul concludes his lettets
with greetings, women are always among
those whom he greets. Among these was

The

Gospels

Yeshua

attending

healing
them,

are

them,

comforting

replete
to the
teaching
them,

Junia, whom he counted among the
apostles (Romans 16:7).4 He sent as his
representative a woman named Phoebe,
minister of the church at Cenchreae (Romans 16:1-2), the seaport of Corinth.5
Other fellow workers that Paul mentions
were Mary, Tryphaena, Tryphosa, Euodia,
and Syntyche.
But the pressure to conform to the
conventions of the larger society was
strong. We can see it at work in the first
letter of Peter (1 Peter 2:11-3:6). The
apostle admonishes his readers: "Maintain good conduct among the Gentiles,
so that in case they speak against you as
wrongdoers, they may see your good
deeds and glorify God on the day of visitation. Be subject fot the Lord's sake to
every human institution. . . . " Roman
society was not egalitarian or democratic.
Everyone was expected to know his or
her place and keep to it. Order in the
empire depended on order in the home.
Rebellion in the family would lead to rebellion in the streets. An insubordinate
wife or child was a threat to the whole
empire. So Peter goes on to say, "Likewise you wives, be submissive to your husbands, so that some, though they do not
obey the word, may be won without a
wotd by the behavior oftheir wives, when
they see your teverent and chaste behavior" (3:1-2).
Paul wrestles with the need to reconcile the expectations ofsociety with the
freedom of his gospel. On the one hand,
speaking of religious status, he says:
"There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is
neithet slave norfree,there is neither male
nor female; for you are all one in Christ
Jesus" (Galatians 3:28).
On the other hand, in his desire to
maintain order in the churches, Paul
sometimes seems to restrict the role of
women in the congregations. In 1
Corinthians 14:33-35, as part of a severe
criticism of the Corinthian worship service, he commands: 'As in all the churches
of the saints, the women should keep silence in the churches. For they are not
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apportions to each one individually as he
wills" (1 Corinthians 12:7, 11). As the
prophet had said, "Your sons and your
daughters shall prophesy."
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permitted to speak, but should be subordinate, as even the law says...." Yet
earliet in the same epistle (11:5) he commands that a woman should pray or
prophesy with her head covered (or
veiled). Clearly such women are speaking in church. Apparently Paul's concern was maintaining order in the worship service, and women were disruptive. In 1 Timothy 2:8-15, he says even
more sharply "Let a woman learn in silence with all submissiveness. I permit
no woman to teach or to have authority
over men; she is to keep silent" (2:1112). Whatever Paul here intended, we
must remember that Prisca participated
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in the instruction of Apollos, and that
Paul himself sent Phoebe as his plenipotentiary representative, telling the Romans to "help her in whatever she may
require of you..." (Romans 16:2).
Perhaps Paul had a specific local situation in mind. Or perhaps we see here
what usually happens when a radical
movement begins to become established
and to organize itselfmorerightly.When
a dynamic movement begins to be a
stable society the role of women seems
to change. Radicality begins to fade into
conventionality and move back into tradition. Certainly that is what happened
later on in the history of the church.
But one teaching of Paul continues
to liberate every man and every woman
for the service of the Lord: "To each is
given the manifestation of the Spirit for
the common good.... All these are inspired by one and the same Spirit, who

'It is noteworthy that though the
Christian missionary Paul opposed the
circumcision of Gentile believers, he personally circumcised Timothy because he
had a Jewish mother, though his father
was a Greek (Acts 16:1-3). This stands
in contrast to Titus, whom Paul refused
to circumcise, for he was a Greek
(Galatians 2:3).
2
Cf. Bavli Menahoth 43b.
3
As we have noted, women's testimony was not admissible in court. Perhaps that is why Paul does not list
women among the witnesses to Yeshua's
resurrecrion in 1 Corinthians 15:3-7.
4
The verse reads: "Greet Andronicus
and Junia, my kinsmen and my fellow
prisoners; they are persons of note
among the apostles, and they were in
Christ before me." This is the preferred
translation, though most English versions take Iounian to be the accusative
case of a supposed masculine name,
Junias. But while the feminine name
Junia is well attested in ancient literature, there is no credible evidence for the
masculine name Junias. The masculine
equivalent to Junia should have been
Junius. Since early times Christian commentators have assumed that
Andronicus and Junia were a husband
and wife team, just as were Aquila and
Prisca/Priscilla.
5
Paul designates Phoebe a diakonos,
a word that can be either masculine or
feminine and from which comes the
English word deacon. The exact Latin
equivalent is minister (masculine) and
ministra (feminine). Early in the second century C.E. the Roman governor
of Bithynia in Asia Minor, Pliny, wrote
a letter to the Emperor Trajan, asking
what to do about the Christians. He
mentions that he got information about
them by torturing a couple of women
whom he calls ministrae—female ministers.
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